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A curriculum broken into mandated fragments directs our thinking in certain ways.  When skills and 
knowledge are expressed in nutshells, our first inclination is to move into organisational mode.  We 
align this with that, tick off what’s completed, and describe our work in systematic, linear ways that 
are easy to articulate and control.  A focus on the organisational also leads to a plethora of 
instructional texts and professional learning experiences that focus on ‘how to’ approaches and 
strategies.  With any new curriculum, it is plausible that this is a helpful first stage; however, the 
danger is that if we fail to attend to deeper concerns and think conceptually and critically about 
what we do and what we’re aiming for, then our curriculum will be mechanical and shallow.  At this 
important early stage in the implementation of the Australian Curriculum, Creating an Australian 
Curriculum for English edited by Brenton Doecke, Graham Parr and Wayne Sawyer, presents a range 
of critical accounts that urge teachers to think between and beyond the lines with their own 
students firmly in mind. 
This is a beautifully constructed text that engages the reader in asking larger questions related to 
English curriculum: questions concerned with equity, identity, place, agency, subjectivity, 
relationships, learning and pedagogy.  It begins with some telling truths powerfully put forward by 
Richard Teese.  The old state based curriculums have done little to close the social and educational 
gap between rich and poor; in fact according to the data presented by Teese, students in our 
poorest schools fall further behind as they move through each year of schooling.  The achievement 
gap widens he suggests because cognitive demands in school increase and students from poorer 
families have fewer cultural resources to draw upon.  This is an interesting angle and one that, unlike 
others that get air play in the media, directs the blame for underperformance away from teachers.  
This doesn’t mean that teachers are powerless to make a difference; in fact we know from a good 
deal of other research that they do.  What Teese’s chapter makes clear to me, however, is that 
curriculum and pedagogy  rich in ideas, values, personal connections and agency has the chance to 
really make a difference.  Teese contends that an Australian Curriculum offers an opportunity to 
transform educational experiences for all students, but as others in this text warn, this all depends 
on the nature of that curriculum as well as how we as educators engage with it.   
Creating an Australian Curriculum for English is a provocative, highly engaging text that merges 
theory and practice.  There are chapters written by committed English teachers who beautifully 
capture the complexities and joy of working with young people in English classrooms.  Doecke and 
McClenaghan use students’ writing to reflect on what they do as teachers of English.  They move 
beyond the notion of student work as data to be judged, categorised and discarded, to describing 
practises that use student writing, collected over time, as stimulus for ongoing reflection and 
professional learning.  It is through the teaching of writing and through close readings of what 
students produce that these teachers gain insight into thinking and writing processes, cultural 
practices and how to further develop their teaching.   
Australian teacher Natalie Bellis suggests her experience of teaching the National Curriculum in 
England was an alienating, challenging experience.   She believes that a ‘relentless focus’ (p. 70) on 
performance and standards led to a culture of compliance.  Bellis uses journal entries she wrote 
while in England to examine her own frustrations and concerns with a ‘tightly controlled process of 
curriculum planning’ (p. 74).  While she is hopeful that teachers in Australia will continue to develop 
meaningful, engaging learning experiences for their students, she is concerned about the lack of 
emphasis on creativity and critical literacy in the documentation and where this might lead. 
Like Bellis, others also argue for the importance of understanding language as a living, dynamic, 
complex part of our real and evolving lives.  Felicty Plunket’s chapter titled ‘Literature, hospitality 
and wreading’ takes me to the core of why I was drawn to teaching English in the first place.  She 
argues for deep engagement with literature and writing processes.  By cleverly engaging in a 
dialogue with authors and theorists, she points to the importance of playful exploration, critical 
intervention and passionate interactions with texts.  Ian Reid’s (1984) notion of the classroom as 
Workshop is evoked here as a ‘hospitable’ space where learners interact and have agency and where 
through purposeful activity new insights and directions are created.  Reid’s text had a profound 
influence on my own developing professional identity and it is interesting to see it being recalled 
here and in other chapters in this text.  In contrast to the Workshop, the Gallery is a neater, highly 
ordered environment that is more about display than activity.   
Larissa McLean Davies and Helen Kent suggest that the term Literature as one of the key strands in 
the Australian English Curriculum is problematic and while concerns have been raised about the use 
of the term (English teachers use the term ‘text’ to include a broad range of modes); they suggest 
that a view of curriculum that compartmentalises language, literacy and literature is limiting.  
McLean Davies and Kent along with other authors in this collection (eg Cloonan, Hutchison and 
Paatsch examine the use of digital technologies in a unit on poetry and O’Mara describes four 
examples of literacy in action), provide descriptions of students and teachers at work in classrooms.  
These case studies highlight the way learning occurs through rich interconnections between 
language, literacy and literature and through pedagogical approaches that are socially mediated and 
contextualised.   
In a chapter that focuses on the significance of space and place, Jo-Anne Reid identifies what is lost 
when curriculum does not attend to the local.  Reid points to problems associated with devaluing 
rural communities and argues that rather than insisting on sameness, we should be preparing and 
expecting teachers to know and capitalise on differences, particularly the differences that place 
creates.  Education, as Reid describes it, is about finding one’s place; it is also a force for social 
justice and cohesion.  Unless curriculum is shaped around place-consciousness, Reid suggests, we 
will miss an opportunity to improve the lives of all Australian children.   
Mark Howie’s model of curriculum planning that identifies four frames – the subjective, the 
structural , the cultural and the critical would usefully enable teachers (with students) to design 
activities to cater for the diversity of life experiences Jo-Anne Reid writes about.  The model draws 
attention to the interplay between personal growth and meaning-making,  understanding the 
structures and intentions inherent in language use and text production, the culturally situated 
nature of texts and our reading of them, and the  importance of critically interrogating texts as well 
as our own responses.  In their chapter titled Literature teaching in The Australian Curriculum: 
retaining key practices,  Howie and Sawyer use the four frames to examine the strands in order to 
see what is emphasised and missing and what therefore may be included and excluded in future 
curriculum designs.  Their analysis of language use in the Literature strand for example, points to the 
dominance of verbs such as evaluating, interpreting and analysing.  They argue that practices 
emphasised in English’s recent curriculum history, like imaginatively re-creating texts and 
‘conversing’ with texts in playful and critical ways are underplayed and considered to be less serious 
business.    
This is a challenging collection of chapters written by some of our most respected practitioners and 
researchers.  It is evidence of the healthy interrogation of policy that Australian educators are known 
for and is published at a significant time in the (re) evolution of Australian Curriculum.  In this early 
phase of implementation it is important to not only understand the key features of the map before 
us.   As Madeleine Coulombe and Graham Parr suggest in the final chapter, it is vital that English 
teachers actively engage in the ongoing process of orienting themselves, redrawing the lines as they 
travel and sometimes discarding the map when it best suits their students’ learning. 
 
